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1.  Introduction
Teaching listening comprehension in the EFL class has tended to take the form of providing learners 
with exercises in executing listening comprehension tasks rather than helping them acquire specific 
strategies for doing so (Lynch & Mendelsohn, 2002; Sheerin, 1987; Underwood, 1989). This tendency 
is attested to, for example, by the fact that, in many EFL materials published in Japan for listening com-
prehension training, more space is devoted to providing comprehension questions than to presenting 
discussion of strategies that may benefit learners. This research aims at addressing the question as to 
whether teaching some specific strategies to Japanese high school EFL students is effective for improv-
ing their listening comprehension.
2.  Literature Review
A considerable amount of research has been done both into (a) the teaching of listening comprehen-
sion to foreign language learners and into (b) listening comprehension per se, but use of strategies 
in those activities seems to have commanded less attention than other aspects thereof. Lynch and 
Mendelsohn (2002) pointed out that the unique features of listening are (1) ephemeral nature, (2) rich 
prosody, (3) assimilation, (4) immediate processing and respondence, but this list does not include the 
use of strategies. Underwood (1989) argues that learning to listen means to have students attend to 
what they hear, process it, understand it, interpret it, evaluate it, and respond to it, but there is no men-
tion of training in strategy use.
Nevertheless, the value of the use of strategies as a language teaching method has been acknowl-
edged by some scholars. Oxford (1990) proposes that learning strategies are easy to teach. She 
mentions that strategy training is an essential part of language education. Chamot (1995) reports that 
students would be successful in listening comprehension if they received explicit instruction in which 
they were informed of the value and purpose of the strategies.
Researchers vary in ways in which they define and categorize learner strategies. Rubin (1987) defines 
strategies as follows:
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“learner strategies includes any set of operations, steps, plans, routines used by the learner to facili-
tate the obtaining, storage, retrieval and use of information, that is, what learners do to learn and do 
to regulate their learning.”(p. 19)
Here in the present article, “strategy” shall mean learner strategies as Rubin uses the term. As for the 
question of categorization, two kinds of strategies have been identified: metacognitive strategies and 
cognitive strategies (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990; Oxford, 1990). Metacognitive strategies enable learners 
to control their own cognition (Oxford, 1990). Directed attention, self-evaluation, and upraising the suc-
cesses in one’s own learning effort are included in metacognitive strategies (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990). 
By cognitive strategies, learners can understand and produce new language (Oxford, 1990). She gives 
some examples of cognitive strategies: practicing like repeating, recognizing and using formulas and 
patterns, translating, taking notes, etc.
In research concerning strategies, researchers have frequently referred to successful listeners and 
unsuccessful listeners. For example, higher-level students, or successful learners, tend to adopt more 
strategies than lower-level students, or unsuccessful learners (Griffiths, 2008; Macaro, Graham, & 
Vanderplank, 2007). Vandergrift (1997) mentions that in his research, novice listeners reported more 
use of surface-processing, or cognitive strategies such as translation, transfer and repetition, while inter-
mediate listeners reported more use of meta-cognitive strategies such as comprehension monitoring, 
problem identification. Chamot (1995, p. 18) suggests, “explicit metacognitive knowledge about the task 
and appropriate strategies needed are major determiners of language learning effectiveness”. O’Malley 
and Chamot (1990) discussed what effective learners are doing while listening. In their experiment, 
effective listeners reported listening to larger chunks than ineffective listeners; effective listeners also 
inferred meaning of unfamiliar words from the context unlike the less effective listeners. In addition, 
O’Malley et al.(1989) report that the effective listeners made use of both top-down and bottom-up 
processing strategies; on the other hand, ineffective listeners were directed most of their attention to 
determining the meanings of individual words. From research mentioned above, both higher-level and 
lower-level students seem to use some strategies when they listen to English; however, they vary in the 
number, the kind and the quality of the strategies they use.
3.  Method
In this research, two experimental groups and one control group were compared in order to ascertain 
whether explicit listening strategy teaching is effective. Research questions are as follows: (1) Is teach-
ing a specific strategy explicitly effective for Japanese EFL learners in high school?; (2) Does effective-
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ness of strategy instructions vary, depending on the listening abilities of Japanese EFL learners in high 
school?
3.1  Participants
Participants in this research are EFL learners at two high schools in Japan: 114 second-year students 
at school A and 227 first-year students at school B. School A is generally considered to be a higher-
level school, in which the majority of the students are college-bound; and school B is considered to be a 
medium-level school, in which some students are job seekers, some want to go to technical colleges, and 
others want to go to colleges.
3.2  Materials
For listening strategy training, listening sections in EIKEN (Test in Practical English Proficiency) by 
STEP (the Society for Testing English Proficiency Inc.) were used as teaching materials: a Grade 2 test 
for school A, and a Grade 3 test for school B. In the Grade 2 test, the listening section has two parts: one 
based upon conversations and one based upon monologues. Students listened to the material once, and 
answered questions. In the Grade 3 test, the listening section has three parts: listening to conversations 
while looking at pictures, listening to conversations without visual cues, and listening to monologues. In 
the first part, i.e., listening to a conversation with a picture, students listened to a dialogue once, and in 
the other parts, they listened twice.
In both Grade 2 and Grade 3, the number of question items in listening sections is thirty in total. The 
students listened to five question items and answered the questions in every training; listening training 
was carried out six times in total.
An answer sheet was prepared for listening tests (Appendix 1). It has four parts: (1) review of the last 
exercise; (2) to answer columns; (3) to reflect whether the students followed their teachers’ directions; 
(4) to analyze the part the students made mistakes in answering the questions. Directions in (1), (3) and 
(4) demand the use of metacognitive strategies from the students.
For pre and post tests, listening sections in the STEP Placement Test (Eigo Noˉryoku Hantei Tesuto) 
were adopted. The test measures what grade students belong to. Question items in the pre-test were dif-
ferent from those in the post-test.
3.3  Procedure
3.3.1  Treatment
The students in each school were divided into three groups: two of experimental groups, and one 
control group. Every time teachers gave the students listening training, instructions as shown in Table 1 
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were given to the students in Japanese. In the two experimental groups, strategy training was carried 
out six times during a period of about a month and a half. Training lasted for about ten minutes in each 
time.
The aim of the instructions in experimental group 1 is to improve retention, i.e. to keep a stretch of 
English in learners’ mind as longer as possible while decoding. The aim of the instructions in experi-
mental group 2 is to grasp meanings by focusing on strong forms while listening. Mendelsohn (1995) 
mentioned that students need to know that (1) the content words are stressed, and that (2) focusing on 
the stressed words alone can yield a telegraphic form of the essence of the message. The instructions in 
both experimental groups are intended to help learners to acquire cognitive strategies.
3.3.2  Analyses
First, the results of the pre-test and post-test were compared to investigate the effectiveness of strat-
egy training. A two-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the statistical difference among the three 
groups, and that between the two tests in each school.
Second, each group in both schools was divided into three groups according to students’ marks in the 
pre-test (see Appendix 2): a higher level, a mid level, and a lower level. The learners at the correspond-
ing levels in all three groups were analyzed by a two-way ANOVA. In school A, higher-level students 
(N =38) got over 76.7 points; the mid-level (N =42) ranges from 60.0 to 73.3; the lower-level (N =34) 
under 56.7. In school B, higher-level students (N=55) got over 66.7, mid-level students (N=108) ranges 
from 50.0 to 63.3; the lower-level (N=64) under 46.7.
Before the above analysis, a one-way ANOVA was conducted with pre tests results to confirm that no 
statistical difference among three groups. No significant difference was seen among the groups in both 
schools (see Appendix 3).
Table 1.  Instructions in listening strategy training
Experimental group 1
　You will hear some sentences. Repeat each one silently to yourself, try to grasp its meaning, and 
choose an answer to the question about it.
Experimental group 2
　You will hear some sentences. Try to grasp the meaning of each one by focusing particularly on 
the stressed words in it.
Control group
　You will hear some sentences. Listen carefully, try to grasp the meaning of each one, and answer.
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4.  Results
4.1  Classified by groups
As Table 2 and Table 3 present, both in school A and in school B, the results of the analyses show no 
significant difference in the effect of the treatment between the groups or within each group.
Table 2　Two-way Repeated-Measures ANOVA (School A)
Source of variation SS df MS F
Between groups
groups 162.7777 2 81.388 0.247 n.s.
error 36516.03　　 111 328.973
Withing groups
test 2.11　　 1 20110　　　 0.035 n.s.
test*groups 268.78　　 2 134.39　 2.212 n.s.
error 6744.547　 111 60.762
Total 43694.2467 227
Table 3　Two-way Repeated-Measures ANOVA (School B)
Source of variation SS df MS F
Between groups
groups 498.926　 2 249.463 0.979 n.s.
error 57055.057　 244 254.71　
Withing groups
test 6.641　 1 6.641 0.078 n.s.
test*groups 347.59　　 2 173.795 2.037 n.s.
error 19111.88　　 224 85.321
Total 77020.094　 473
4.2 Classified by levels
As Table 4 and Table 5 present, both in school A and in school B, no interactions were found between 
the groups and the tests. However, there was some effect between the pre-test and the post-test within 
groups.
In school A, a negative effect was seen among higher-level students; means of the test scores signifi-
cantly decreased. On the other hand, those means of the test scores of lower-level students showed a 
positive effect. Mid-level students showed no significant effect between the groups or within groups.
In school B, there was also negative effect in means of the test scores among higher-level students 
and mid-level students. Means of the test scores of lower-level students, however, showed a significant 
positive effect; their mean scores increased.
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In Figure 1 and Figure 2 in Appendix 4, the graphs show the effects in higher-level and lower-level 
students in each school.
5.  Discussion
Major findings of this research can be summarized as follows:
(1) There was no significant effect within the groups. No improvement was seen between the pre-test 
Table 4　Two-way Repeated-Measures ANOVA (School A, classified by listening scores)
(1) Two-way Repeated-Measures ANOVA (School A, Higher-level)
Source of variation SS df MS F
Between groups
groups 159.411  2 79.705 0.846 n.s.
error 3297.455 35 94.213
Within groups
test 724.85　  1 724.8　　 16.651 p＜ 0.05
test*groups 145.265  2 72.633  1.668 n.s.
error 1523.622 35 43.532
Total 5850.603 75
(2) Two-way Repeated-Measures ANOVA (School A, Mid-level)
Source of variation SS df MS F
Between groups
groups 15.456  2 7.728 0.089 n.s.
error 3403.785 39 87.277
Within groups
test 2.825  1 2.825 0.069 n.s.
test*groups 7.091  2 3.546 0.087 n.s.
error 1587.963 39 40.717
Total 5017.12 83
(3) Two-way Repeated-Measures ANOVA (School A, Lower-level)
Source of variation SS df MS F
Between groups
groups 234.402  2 117.201 0.933 n.s.
error 3893.748 31 125.605
Within groups
test 741.784  1 741.784 11.796 p＜ 0.05
test*groups 144.936  2 72.468  1.152
error 1949.466 31 62.886
Total 6964.336 67
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and the post-test either.
(2) The lower-level students in all the three groups at both schools showed a significant improvement 
between the tests; there was no significant difference among groups. On the other hand, the higher-
level students showed a significant negative effect between the tests; there was no significant difference 
among groups either.
These findings indicate that (1) teaching a specific strategy explicitly is not always effective for high 
Table 5 Two-way Repeated-Measures ANOVA (School B, classified by listening scores)
(1) Two-way Repeated-Measures ANOVA (School B, Higher-level)
Source of variation SS df MS F
Between groups
groups 20.316   2 10.158 0.083 n.s.
error 6370.545  52 122.51　
Within groups
test 1161.062   1 1161.062 17.266 p＜ 0.05
test*groups 56.732   2 28.366  0.422 n.s.
error 3496.678  52 67.244
Total 11105.333 109
(2) Two-way Repeated-Measures ANOVA (School B, Mid-level)
Source of variation SS df MS F
Between groups
groups 257.273   2 128.636 1.396 n.s.
error 9678.457 105 92.176
Within groups
test 352.21   1 325.21　 4.882 p < 0.05
test*groups 104.9   2 52.45　 0.787 n.s.
error 6994.612 105 66.615
Total 17387.452 215
(3) Two-way Repeated-Measures ANOVA (School B, Lower-level)
Source of variation SS df MS F
Between groups
groups 182.767  2 91.384  0.95 n.s.
error 5869.108 61 96.215
Within groups
test 2992.455  1 2992.445 50.244 p＜ 0.05
test*groups 245.317  2 122.659  2.059 n.s.
error 3633.083 61 59.559
Total 12922.73　 127
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school ELF learners in Japan; (2) effectiveness of strategy instructions varies depending on the listening 
abilities of the EFL learners.
The results showed that there was no significant effect between three treatments in both schools in 
this research. In other words, each treatment showed the same effect for the students. Those facts sug-
gest that these three treatments share a certain characteristic.
The result in this research implies that the characteristic shared by the strategy use may be their 
capacity to cause learners to pay selective attention. In this experiment, every time the students listened 
to materials, they were given explicit directions as to how they should listen. There is a case for saying 
that these instructions equally triggered students’ selective attention. In fact, selective attention has 
been pointed out as one of the crucial factors for improving listening ability. Rost (2002, p. 16) mentions 
that “the limitations of attention and short-term memory necessitate the use of selective attention in 
order to listen to speech.”
Then a question arises as to why selective attention helped lower-level students only. Apparently, the 
lower-level students benefited from their selective attention in succeeding in listening for the reason 
that Rost suggests. Then, how can we explain the ineffectiveness of selective attention in the case of 
higher-level students? It is conceivable that selective attention sometimes disturbed the higher-level 
students while they listened to the materials. Successful listeners in general can handle parts of a 
stretch of English in an effortless way while listening. In other words, they can comprehend those parts 
automatically with little attention. The negative effects between the tests with higher-level students may 
be interpreted to imply that selective attention was, in part, interfering with their listening rather than 
helping it. In the review section of students’ answer sheets, some of the higher-level students wrote that 
they could not listen to English as usual when they followed the teacher’s directions. This might support 
the interpretation that their selective attention indeed prevented them from comprehending some parts 
of the material.
Another possible explanation for the improvement in the performance by lower-level students is that 
the directions might have facilitated their use of the bottom-up processing. As Lynch and Mendelsohn 
(2002) mention, both higher-level and lower-level students have to do some bottom-up processing of 
what they hear at the acoustic level. Without the directions, lower-level students would make little use of 
the bottom-up processing, relying mostly on the overall impression that they gain from what they hear. 
In other words, the directions activated lower-level students’ potentials for using the bottom-up process-
ing.
6.  Conclusions
From this research, I can conclude that (1) explicit strategy instructions are not always effective for 
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high school students in Japan; (2) effectiveness of strategy instructions varies depending on the listen-
ing abilities of the students; (3) the findings under (1) and (2) can be explained by ways in which selec-
tive attention helps lower-level students’ comprehension but hinders higher-level students’ automatic 
processing of what they hear.
There is a limitation in this research. Top-down strategies were not covered. It would be interesting to 
find out if instruction in the use of strategies of this kind affects the higher- and lower-level learners in 
the same way as instruction in the use of bottom-up strategies.
7.  Pedagogical Implications
Listening material should be carefully selected because, in large-size classes as found in Japan, vari-
ous levels of students are often mixed; the effect of adopting specific materials would change depending 
on students’ listening ability.
Another implication is that teachers, when teaching listening, should change directions according to 
the degree of the difficulty of the materials: when the material seems to be difficult for students, teach-
ers should specifically tell them to pay attention to the materials. On the contrary, if the material seems 
more manageable, teachers should make students aim at overall comprehension of the material rather 
than focus on a specific aspect (such as the phonology) of the material.
Note⑴ This study is supported by a Grant-in-Aid for Encouragement of Scientists, 21903004.
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<Appendices>
Appendix 1　Worksheet for listening training
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Appendix 2　Descriptive statistics; categorized by marks of pre-test
Descriptive Statistics (School A, Higher-level)
N Mean SD Low High
Group 1 16 83.563 6.7223 76.7 96.7
Group 2 11 83.627 6.0291 76.7 93.3
Control Group 11 82.127 5.4141 76.7 93.3
Total 38 83.166 6.0431 76.7 96.7
Descriptive Statistics (School A, Mid-level)
N Mean SD Low High
Group 1 7 67.614 4.9768 60 73.3
Group 2 19 66.305 5.753 60 73.3
Control Group 16 65.825 4.9397 60 73.3
Total 42 66.34　 5.2406 60 73.3
Descriptive Statistics (School A, Lower-level)
N Mean SD Low High
Group 1 16 50.206 4.9442 43.3 56.7
Group 2 8 49.163 6.5967 36.7 56.7
Control Group 10 49.33　 5.4111 43.3 56.7
Total 34 49.703 5.3445 36.7 56.7
Descriptive Statistics (School B, Higher-level)
N Mean SD Low High
Group 1 16 71.881 7.0755 66.7 93.3
Group 2 22 71.673 4.8915 66.7 83.3
Control Group 17 72.359 5.0968 66.7 83.3
Total 55 71.945 5.5672 66.7 93.3
Descriptive Statistics (School B, Mid-level)
N Mean SD Low High
Group 1 35 55.709 5.016　 50 63.3
Group 2 32 57.284 4.5901 50 63.3
Control Group 41 57.807 3.7669 50 63.3
Total 108 56.972 4.4969 50 63.3
Descriptive Statistics (School B, Lower-level)
N Mean SD Low High
Group 1 27 38.767 8.334　 13.3 46.7
Group 2 22 38.797 6.4005 23.3 46.7
Control Group 15 40.227 4.7935 33.3 46.7
Total 64 39.117 6.9144 13.3 46.7
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Appendix 3
One-way Factorial ANOVA (School A)
Source of variation SS df MS F
Groups 42.06046　   2 21.03023　 0.099338 n.s.
Error 23499.01　　　　 111 211.7028　　
Total 23541.07026　 113
One-way Factorial ANOVA (School A, Higher-level)
Source of variation SS df MS F
Groups 16.72439　  2 8.362195 0.219322 n.s.
Error 1334.461　　　 35 38.12746　
Total 1351.186　　　 37
One-way Factorial ANOVA (School A, Mid-level)
Source of variation SS df MS F
Groups 15.63315　  2 7.816573 0.274545 n.s.
Error 1110.368　　　 39 28.47098　
Total 1126.001　　　 41
One-way Factorial ANOVA (School A, Lower-level)
Source of variation SS df MS F
Groups 7.780581  2 3.89029　 0.129009 n.s.
Error 934.8091　　 31 30.15513　
Total 942.5897　　 33
One-way Factorial ANOVA (School B)
Source of variation SS df MS F
Groups 769.455　　　   2 384.728　　　 2.246　　　 n.s.
Error 38364.29　　　　 224 171.274　　　
Total 39134.749　　　 226
One-way Factorial ANOVA (School B, Higher-level)
Source of variation SS df MS F
Groups 4.607176  2 2.303588 0.071769 n.s.
Error 1669.049　　　 52 32.0971　　
Total 1673.656　　　 54
One-way Factorial ANOVA (School B, Mid-level)
Source of variation SS df MS F
Groups 87.59925　   2 43.79962　 2.215131 n.s.
Error 2076.157　　　 105 19.77293　
Total 2163.757　　　 107
One-way Factorial ANOVA (School B, Lower-level)
Source of variation SS df MS F
Groups 24.12358　  2 12.06179　 0.246256 n.s.
Error 2987.8285　　 61 48.98078　
Total 3011.951　　　 63
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Appendix 4
Figure 1　The effects of the treatment in School A; classified by levels
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Figure 2　The effects of the treatment in School B; classified by levels
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